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Robert Insall was born in London
in 1965, into a family of architects,
musicians and historians. To their
great surprise, he was obviously
scientifically inclined from an
early age. He did a B.A. at
Cambridge University, then stuck
around in Cambridge for a Ph.D.,
where he got interested in
Dictyostelium, followed by a
postdoc in Johns Hopkins, where
he got interested in chemotaxis
and cell movement. He then came
back to England where he has
stayed for eight years and
counting.
What turned you on to biology
in the first place? I wanted to do
chemistry at university, but when I
got to Cambridge the course was
‘Natural Science’, which included
cell biology and philosophy of
science among others. The
chemists were boring, desiccated
and uninspiring. In the first year I
had tutorials with Mike Berridge,
whose descriptions of the then-
emerging field of growth control
were enthralling. Two
conclusions: science degrees
with some diversity are smart; and
it really is worth the while of
scientific bigshots to do some
teaching, one on one. It really
inspired me.
And why chemotaxis? Because
it was such an open problem. The
biochemical pathways of signal
transduction are fairly well
understood in a global sense, but
when you try to explain how they
can be used to detect a
directional signal and create a
local response, the story is full of
holes. Things have been really
hotting up in the last couple of
years, but it’s still an immature
field, which is exciting. And it’s
such a visually attractive area:
movies of cells moving, and of
signalling and movement
localised within the cell, are all so
obviously interesting that I often
end up pulling out my powerbook
on train journeys and showing the
unfortunates in the next seat.
They usually like it…
What is your greatest ambition
in research? I used to want to be
famous and cited a lot. Somehow
that doesn’t matter anymore — I
do this because I want to find out
the answers, not for anyone else.
I’d like to be answering new and
important questions in my sixties.
Or even seventies.
What is the best advice you’ve
been given? When I was
depressed, halfway through my
Ph.D., I decided to apply to
Medical School to get away from
bench science. My supervisor
took me aside and said I would be
a useless doctor — I’d tell
patients with vile diseases “you’re
probably going to die, but at least
it’ll be really interesting”. It was
incredibly rude, but completely
accurate, and goaded me to finish
my doctorate instead.
And what advice would you
offer a prospective
biologist....? I’d say whatever
else you do, stick to problems
that interest you and fire you up.
You may feel you’ll advance faster
by picking politically productive
topics, but you’ll win a battle to
lose the war. Fascination with
underlying problems makes
science a worthwhile occupation.
You lose it if you only work on
things if other people say they’re
cool.
What were your favourite and
least favourite conferences?
The worst was the first really huge
conference I went to. Didn’t know
anyone, didn’t think anybody
wanted to see my poster, didn’t
know who to approach and talk
to. Ugh. Nowadays the ASCB
meetings, with 5,000 people or
more, are fantastic. But I’m the
one who has changed, not the
conferences. I suspect graduate
students should try to go to the
smallest high-class meetings
possible, so they can meet new
people and have some chance to
be seen.
What were your biggest
mistakes in research...?
Choosing not to do a PhD with
Martin Raff because his lab space
was purplish, though I ended up
doing fine in Cambridge. Later on,
pushing a graduate student to
complete work which he knew in
his heart of hearts was
fundamentally wrong. We
submitted an interesting paper
which was founded on a
particularly vicious artifact. The
referees did their job and
demanded better proof, but we
could easily have pushed the
paper through with a couple more
experiments. The student knew
there was a problem, but couldn’t
articulate it to me, so he just
dragged his heels for months until
it was impossible to resubmit the
paper. Later on we found out
what the artifact was, so we were
saved from ignominy, but I
completely failed to read the
signs.
What do you see as the future
of biology? It seems that ‘Big
Biology’ is gathering a great head
of steam. There seems to be a
focus on large, cooperative
projects aimed at understanding
all signalling pathways, or all
protein–protein interactions, or
suchlike. The genome projects
have been such a success that
there seems to be a lot of
pressure to continue in the same
vein. I have to say this emphasis
scares me. Not (I hasten to add)
big science itself, just the
completeness with which biology
seems to be embracing it. I don’t
think we’ve reached the same
point as some areas of physics,
for example, where a really huge
experiment is the only clear way
to advance the field. I would say
we don’t understand quite as
much as we say we do, in part
because admitting uncertainty
has become a prime way of
getting your papers and grants
rejected. Much of biology really
needs to be dissected by small
open-minded groups before we
start throwing megaprojects at it.
So I would fund big science, but
make sure the small science gets
a fair emphasis too.
Do you have any strong views
on journals and the peer
review system? I think nobody is
addressing the real problem,
which is that your value as a
scientist is now being determined
by the name of the journals you
publish in. Not the contents of the
paper, quality of the research or
thought, or even the amount of
influence the work ends up
having, just the impact factor. The
electronic revolution could enable
scientists to be freer in the form
they publish in and the way they
discuss their work. You would
think this would lead to a
broadening of the way scientific
results were communicated,
discussed and evaluated. Instead,
the ever-expanding amount of
literature seems to make the
legitimacy of the big journals
more important than ever. Very
sad, really. Give people all the
freedom in the world and they use
it to build a better straightjacket.
And the biggest future
challenges to the scientific
community? This leads on from
the previous question. Publishing
has become far too political. Any
graduate student now knows that
big names get better papers than
little fish, and that the best
journals accept some papers
because they’re fashionable,
rather than great advances. That
tends to make people cynical.
Politics and cynicism are
extremely unhealthy in a field like
science, which really ought to be
concentrating on understanding
the truth. If the people who fund
science thought they were
funding a rat-race, not progress,
they’d pull their money out in a
moment. Science fraud is the
same — even if it’s not truly
prevalent, the perception that it’s
happening is disastrous.
So I would say the biggest
challenges will be, firstly, to make
sure that scientists are judged by
the quality of their science,
probably by finding something
broader than impact factors as a
measure. Secondly, we need to
make sure the public perception
of science is honest and positive.
The two probably go hand in
hand.
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Science and art mostly occupy
different areas of human activity;
science does not much inspire
artistic works. But a new sculpture
by the young British artist, Conran
Shawcross, called the Nervous
Systems, reveals a deep biological
input into a remarkable and
engaging construct.
The sculpture is essentially a
primitive machine made entirely of
wood and powered by small
motors. It functions a bit like a
loom with a spinning jenny,
weaving individual strands of
thread into a thick, multicoloured
rope that, as each length is
completed, lies coiled on the
gallery floor. In spite of the title,
the work takes the form of two
giant double helices. Mounted on
each helix are four bobbins. Each
bobbin, in turn, holds eight
cylindrical spools of coloured
thread. Each bobbin slowly
rotates in a way that, as the thread
from each spool unwinds, it is
drawn upwards towards the
ceiling.
Although creaky, crotchety, it
works perfectly, but so slowly that
it is easy for the eye to watch
each step of the process. It is the
antithesis of what most people
imagine of manufacturing
machines: noisy, fast and big. This
machine is small, quiet and slow
and the more engaging for that
contrast.
It evokes the double helix of
DNA but in a dynamic way that
also provides a metaphor for
biochemistry’s mostly silent, but
incessant, business. It is a
remarkable work of a young
British artist who clearly likes
building things but relates them to
deeper biological concepts.
Finally, in the grand climax, the
ropes from both helices converge
and ravel into one mega-rope
combining all the individual 128
coloured threads.
Such an engaging, biology-
inspired theme, is a welcome
addition to the art world. The
Wellcome Trust is one body
committed to supporting and
commissioning artists inspired by
themes from biological science
and medicine and displaying
works at its headquarters in
London. But that a young artist
should win space for such a
sculpture in a commercial gallery
in London is an especially
impressive achievement.
Conrad Shawcross’s show was
at the Entwistle Gallery, Cork
Street, London W1.
Nervous systems
In a spin: The Nervous Systems: a sculpture by British artist Conran Shawcross
installed at the Entwistle Gallery, London W1. (Photo courtesy of the Entwistle Gallery.)
